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habbat Shalom: Dr. Haas, you
have been actively lecturing and
writing about the Holocaust and its
implications. What has motivated you
to be a contributor to the knowledge of such
a topic?
Dr. Peter J. Haas: Frankly, I got involved
in teaching the Holocaust because it was an
expectation of my ﬁrst position coming out of
graduate school. I spent a good deal of time
preparing for the course and it is out of that
preparation that I came to write my book on the
ethics of the Holocaust. That book in turn led
to some other articles, speaking invitations, and
other activities which have kept me somewhat
busy with Holocaust scholarship ever since. I
should also mention that both my parents are
Holocaust survivors, so I do have a personal
interest in it as well.
Shabbat Shalom: In a recent book called
After-Words: Post-Holocaust Struggles with
Forgiveness, Reconciliation, and Justice, you wrote
a chapter entitled “Forgiveness, Reconciliation
and Jewish Memory after Auschwitz.” Could
you describe the main issues that you address
there?
Dr. Haas: The essay I contributed to the book
grew out of a question I have often been asked
about whether it is time for Jews to forgive the
Nazis and move on. Usually I get this question
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after speaking to a church group or other religious
ill-gotten gain, for example) and to approach
audience. One of the problems I have always had
the victim(s) with sincere remorse. The whole
with this kind of question is that it assumes a
process is one of “returning” or “restoring” a lost
kind of forgiveness that is basic to Christianity
equilibrium between the two parties.
but foreign to the Jewish tradition. For Judaism,
forgiveness is possible only when there is ﬁrst
Shabbat Shalom: When can forgiveness be
repentance on the part of the perpetrator; without
granted in Judaism?
that repentance, that recognition of having done
wrong, there is nothing really to forgive as far
Dr. Haas: I think in this regard, Reform Judaism
as traditional Jewish ethics are concerned (on
is not really diﬀerent from other forms of Judaism.
the other hand, if one truly repents, then the
Ideally, forgiveness can (in fact must) be given if
victim has a moral obligation
the perpetrator approaches in
to forgive). So in the essay, I lay For Judaism, forgiveness is sincere repentance. One can, of
out the traditional Jewish view
course, always give “forgiveness”
of repentance and forgiveness possible only when there is whenever one wants. The
and explain why as Jews it is ﬁrst repentance on the part problem arises in Reform
impossible to forgive in the way
Judaism, as with other forms
of the perpetrator.
Christians think about it.
of Judaism, if the perpetrator
cannot or will not do “teshuva.” Even as a Reform
Shabbat Shalom: How is forgiveness deﬁned
Jew, I do not see how I can forgive a Nazi who has
within the Judaic tradition?
not repented, nor how I can forgive on behalf of
other victims. It is just like I am unable to forgive
Dr. Haas: Very basically, forgiveness is part of
the debt one person owes to another.
a reciprocal exchange between the perpetrator
and the victim—just as the original crime was,
Shabbat Shalom: Has the Holocaust had
so to speak, a reciprocal exchange. The ﬁrst
any impact on Judaism’s view of forgiveness?
step has to be for the perpetrator to recognize
that he or she did something wrong and then
Dr. Haas: I don’t think so. The Jewish notion of
make amends, including asking forgiveness.
forgiveness was formulated thousands of years
Once the perpetrator has done true repentance,
ago and is really not changed by the Holocaust.
then the victim needs to eﬀect his or her own
reconciliation and be ready to forgive.
Shabbat Shalom: What is Mechila and how
does it relate to forgiving after the Holocaust?
Shabbat Shalom: How does forgiveness in
Judaism diﬀer from Christianity?
Dr. Haas: “Mechila” is really the same thing as
“forgiveness.” The perpetrator does “teshuva” and
Dr. Haas: In Judaism, the crime is seen as
the victim then oﬀers “mechila” (a sort of release
introducing an imbalance by the perpetrator,
of the debt, so to speak).
and the perpetrator has to initiate the process
of reestablishing balance. My sense is that in
Shabbat Shalom: As we move away from the
Christianity, forgiveness is seen more as a“freewill
Holocaust event, is it appropriate to ask a Jew
oﬀering” from the victim to the perpetrator.
to forgive the perpetrators?
Shabbat Shalom: Could you elaborate
on the meaning of Teshuva as it relates to
forgiveness?
Dr. Haas: “Teshuva” means turning around or
returning. The basic idea is that the perpetrator
has to reverse directions and undo (as much as
possible) the evil that was done (giving back
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Dr. Haas: No, I do not think it is appropriate.
Only the perpetrator has a right to ask forgiveness
of his or her victim. I certainly think Jews need
to move on; but there can be no authentic
Jewish communal forgiveness, certainly not by
non-victims to unrepentant perpetrators. The
Holocaust is simply a horrible event that stands
beyond forgiveness. After all, the bulk of victims

and the bulk of perpetrators are now gone. What
are dangerous and cannot be trusted. For other
is possible is for Jews to achieve reconciliation
Jews, the Holocaust is seen as an event in the
with Germany and especially Germans who
past that still has an impact on them (absent
did not participate in the Holocaust. But this is
family members, for example) but has nothing
diﬀerent than forgiveness. Only the perpetrator has a right to to do with Christians or
I can become reconciled to
Christianity today. Because
my German contemporaries, ask forgiveness of his or her victim. of the very “personal” view
but I cannot “forgive” them,
of forgiveness in Judaism,
because they did not perpetrate any evil on me.
the Holocaust imposes, in the Jewish view, no
guilt on the non-perpetrators, and no right to
Shabbat Shalom: In your experience, how
oﬀer “mechila” on the part of non-victims.
has the Holocaust impacted Jews’ readiness to
forgive Christians?
Shabbat Shalom: Do you envision a time
when the Jewish-Christian relationship will
Dr. Haas: The Holocaust is only one of several
be fully healed?
persecutions on Jews perpetrated by Christians
(or, more accurately, by people living in a
Dr. Haas: Not really. This is not to say that
Christian culture). As I said before, it is not up
Jews and Christians cannot get along and live
to Jews to collectively forgive Christians as a
peacefully with each other, but there is too
whole for the Jewish tradition. Only the victim
much bad history for the rift between Judaism
can legitimately forgive the perpetrator. Jews
and Christianity to be fully healed. The evil that
and Christians can and should learn to live
has been done has simply been done. It can be
together and be reconciled to each other; but
overcome, but never done away with.
this is diﬀerent than forgiveness, at least as far as
Judaism is concerned.
Shabbat Shalom: What can Christians do
to be more sensitive to the Jewish history
Shabbat Shalom: Are there any ways in which
and seek to bridge the gap between Jews and
the Jewish community can formally forgive the
Christians?
Christian community for all the wrongdoings
committed against the Jews culminating in the
Dr. Haas: To explain it brieﬂy, I think Jews
Holocaust?
want Christians to recognize that Judaism is
a diﬀerent religion with its own legitimacy. I
Dr. Haas: Again, given the traditional Jewish
think most Jews are tired of being regarded as
view of forgiveness, this would be impossible.
“diﬀerent” by Christians, whether diﬀerent in a
The perpetrators are now (mostly) dead; modern
good sense or a bad sense. Christian recognition
Germans cannot be “forgiven” because they are
of the Holocaust and the devastation it caused
not perpetrators, and modern Jews are not fully
for the Jewish community will certainly help
the victims. The evil or “debt” incurred by the
Jews reconcile with Christians and Christianity;
perpetrators can neither be paid oﬀ nor erased.
but as long as Christianity holds Judaism in
some special category, I think Jews are going to
Shabbat Shalom: As the Only the victim can legitimately be wary of Christians. But
history of the Holocaust
I do think the Christian
unfolds for the emerging forgive the perpetrator.
community needs to show
generation of Jews, what
the Jewish community that
attitudes do you think it is creating within
it wants to deal with them fairly and justly, and I
them? Could it evoke resentment? Could it
think Jews need to respond accordingly.
evoke forgiveness?
This interview was conducted by Ariel Manzueta

Dr. Haas: This depends on how the Holocaust
is taught. I think for some Jews it certainly
engenders resentment and a sense that Christians
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